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“The Boston Sign Code” is intended to explain 
recent amendments to Boston's Zoning Code 
pertaining mainly to on-premise business signs. It is 
for property owners, sign manufacturers, architects 
and designers, and those in the general public who 
are interested in sign regulation and the visual 
environment. 

The amendments to the Zoning Code, passed in 
1972 and 1973 after lengthy consultations among the 
Boston Redevelopment Authority's Zoning and Urban 
Design staffs, the City of Boston Law Department, 
and the Massachusetts Sign Contractors Association, 
are Boston's first attempt both to increase the 
effectiveness of sign advertising for individual 
concerns and to improve the visual quality of the city. 
They regulate the size, placement, and certain aspects 
of design, and should serve to reduce (and eventually 
eliminate) the ‘sign jungle’ that has beset Boston and 
that renders the messages on the signs confusing 
and ineffective. 

The first part of the booklet is based almost 
entirely on the Zoning Code, as amended, but 
the order of the material has been rearranged slightly 
to help make the regulations easier to understand. 


The section of the Zoning Code in which a specific 
regulation appears is noted in italics, The sections of 
the Zoning Code referring to signs are printed in their 
entirety at the end of the booklet, starting on page 22. 
“Notes on Sign Design,” on page 16, were prepared 
by the BRA's Urban Design staff to describe some of 


the qualitative considerations of designing signs in ‘. 
conformance with the Zoning Code. Attention is also 7 
called to the special features of the Comprehensive i 


Sign Design provision of the Code, found on page 14. 
It should be pointed out that the City of Boston 
Building Code contains certain standards regarding 
structure, clearance and safety pertaining to signs. 
Almost all new signs and major sign alterations 
require a permit from the Building Department, but 
signs that do not require a building permit (such as a 
sign painted on a building) nevertheless require 
Building Department approval under the Zoning Code. 
We hope “The Boston Sign Code” will explain the 
new sign regulations in a clear and useful manner. 
For further information and assistance, the BRA's 
Zoning and Urban Design staffs and the Zoning — 
Section of the City of Boston Building Departme 
are available for consultation. 


Robert T. Kenney, Director 
Boston Redevelopment Authority 











what signs come under 
the regulations? 


All new signs within the City of Boston must 
comply with the new regulations. In addition, all 
signs that are reconstructed, extended, changed 
structurally or in content, and any sign that replaces 
an existing sign must conform. 


An existing sign that does not now conform may 
be repaired provided the cost of repair does not 
exceed 35 percent of the replacement cost for the 
entire sign. An exception is an electric time and 
temperature sign that is an integral part of a non- 
conforming sign. It may be repaired with no 
restriction as to cost of repair or replacement. 


Any sign that is found unsafe by an inspector 
from the City of Boston Building Department must be 
repaired or removed by the owner. (See Boston 
Building Code, Sec, 1404.) 


If the sign in question comes within any of the 
above categories, follow these steps to determine the 
regulations applicable to the sign: 


— Determine whether the sign is in a residential or 
non-residential zone. This information may be 
obtained from the Zoning Section of the City of 
Boston Building Department. 


— In either case, read the Definitions starting on 
page 4. They include important explanations, 
particularly of how to determine “sign frontage” and 
“area of a sign” that must be understood in order to 
apply the regulations to the particular sign in 
question. 


— Turn to page 6 for regulations for both residential 
and non-residential zones. 











definitions 


SIGN: A sign is any structure, device, light, letter, 
word, model, banner, pennant, insignia, trade flag, 
or representation that is designed to be seen from 
outside a building; it advertises activities, goods, 
products, services or facilities available either on 
the lot where the sign appears or in some other 
location. The definition includes electric signs in 
windows or doors, but does not include window 
displays of merchandise or signs incidental to the 
display of merchandise. [Sec. 2-1(40)] 


ON-PREMISE SIGN: A sign that advertises activities, 
goods, products, etc. that are available within the 
building or on the lot where the sign is located. 
[Sec, 2-1(41G)] 


OFF-PREMISE SIGN: A sign that advertises 
activities, goods, products, etc. that are available 
elsewhere than within the building or on the lot 


where the sign is located (a billboard, for example). 


[Sec. 2-1(41F)] 


AWNING SIGN: A sign on or attached to a 
temporary retractable shelter that is supported 
entirely from the exterior wall of a building. 
[Sec. 2-1(41A)] 


CANOPY SIGN: A sign on or attached toa 
permanent overhanging shelter that projects from 
the face of the building and is supported only 
partially by the buiding. [Sec. 2-1(41B)] 


MARQUEE SIGN: A sign on or attached to a 
permanent overhanging shelter that projects from 
the face of a building and is supported entirely by 
the building. [Sec. 2-1{41E)] 


AREA OF A SIGN: 


FREE-STANDING OR ATTACHED: The area 
includes all lettering, wording, and accompanying 
design and symbols, together with the background, 
whether open or enclosed, on which they are 
displayed. (This includes the spaces between the 
sections of a panelled sign.) See figs. 1 and 2. The 
area does not include minimal supporting framework 
or bracing, but it does include any decorative 
structure (compare figs. 1 and 3). [Sec. 2-1(41)(a)] 


PAINTED UPON OR APPLIED TO A BUILDING: 
The area includes all lettering, wording, and 
accompanying designs or symbols together with any 
background of a different color than the natural color 
of the building. See figs. 4 and 5. [Sec. 2-1(41)(b)] 


INDIVIDUAL LETTERS OR FIGURES: When 
attached or painted on a surface — a building, 
canopy, awning, wall or window — the area is that of 
the smallest rectangle or other geometric shape that 
encompasses all of the letters or symbols. See fig. 6. 
[Sec. 2-1(41)(c)] 


SIGN FRONTAGE: The length in feet of the ground 


floor level of a building front or side facing a street 
(or facing a right-of-way accessible from a street) 
that is occupied by an individual business. See figs. 
7 and 8. [Sec. 2-1(41D)] 


NOTE: On a projecting sign, only one side is counted 


in computing the sign's area. [Sec. 2-1(41)(d)] 





exposed decorative 
structure 


Figure 3 


attached sign 


Figure 1 


letters and background i letters applied to, or 
t pp ' 
Men one ee painted on building painted on building 


Figure 4 Figure 5 Figure 6 


_- property lines — 





' 
— ANI a INIIUHUHHN ‘i TO Jig | 





shop | 
SIGN FRONTAGES {note ed a aes may occupy less 
width than the “sign frontage" as a matter of design SIGN FRONTAGE ON CORNER SITE _ total signage 
preference.) for each side must be computed separately. 


Figure 7 Figure 8 








signs in residential districts 
(Sec. 11-1) 


In a section of the city zoned as a residential 
district, only the following signs are allowed: 

— One sign identifying the name(s) of the 
occupant(s) of a lot, or the street name and number, 
or both. In an “H" (i.e. apartment) district, the sign 
may also identify the on-premise business of a 
professional person. The sign may not exceed two 
square feet in total area, and may either be attached 
to the building or to a rod or post that may not be 
more than four feet high. The rod or post must be at 
least three feet in from the street line. [Sec. 11-1(a)] 

— One bulletin or announcement board, name sign 
or entrance marker for a church or other institution. 
The sign may not exceed 20 square feet in area, 
unless the street frontage of the church or institution 
exceeds 100 feet. If this is the case, one sign is 
permitted for each 100 feet of frontage, computed to 
the nearest 100 feet. Each sign may be no more than 
20 square feet, and in no event can there be more 
than three signs for any one church or institution. 
[Sec. 11-1(b)] 

— One “For Sale” or “For Rent” sign that 
advertises the property on which it is placed. The 
sign may not exceed eight square feet in area. 

[Sec. 11-1(c)] 

— One building contractor's or developer's sign on 
a lot where a building is actually under construction. 
The sign may not exceed 32 square feet in area. 

[Sec. 11-1{d)] 

— A sign at each entrance to a tract of land that has 
been divided into building lots. The sign may not 
exceed 20 square feet in area. [Sec. 11-1(e)] 

— One sign for a non-residential use that occurs in 
a residential district. The size of the sign may be no 
more than one-half the area that would be allowed by 
the regulations for the same use if it were to occur in 
a non-residential district. That is, if a business is 
located in a residential area, and is a legal non- 
conforming use, the size of its sign can be half what 
it would be if the same business, in the same building 
on the same width street, were in a non-residential 
area. [Sec. 11-1(f)}] 


. . . 7 
signs in non-residential 

_ . 
districts 

Any sign permitted in a residential district is 
allowed in a non-residential district. [Sec. 11-2a] All 
other permanent signs in non-residential districts 
must conform to the following regulations when they 
apply. 

A WALL SIGN ATTACHED PARALLEL TO A 
BUILDING can project no more than 15 inches from 
the building surface, See fig. 9. Also, it cannot extend 
higher than whichever of the following is lowest: 

— 25 feet above grade 

— the top of the sills of the first level of windows 

above the first story 

— the lowest point of the roof 

Signs may not be attached to roofs, chimneys, 


smokestacks, elevator towers, penthouses, etc. See 
fig. 11. [Sec. 11-2(b)] 


A SIGN ATTACHED AT RIGHT ANGLES TO A 
BUILDING can have no more than two faces and can 
project no more than five feet from the building. See 
fig. 10. No more than one right-angle sign is allowed 
for each entrance door to a business establishment, 
and the business that the sign advertises must occupy 
at least 18 feet of sign frontage. 

The bottom of the sign must be at least 10 feet 
above ground level (see Boston Building Code, Sec. 
1413.3), and its top may not extend higher than 
whichever of the following is lowest: 

— 25 feet above grade 

— the top of the sills of the first level of windows 

above the first story 

— the lowest point of the roof 

Signs may not be attached to roofs, chimneys, 
smokestacks, elevator towers, penthouses, etc. See 
fig. 11. 

In addition, the area of each sign may not exceed 
24 square feet on either side, unless the sign includes 
a public service message device (such as a time and 
temperature sign). In that case, an additional 10 
square feet on each face is allowed. 

No exposed guy wires or turnbuckles are allowed 
on a right-angle sign. [Sec. 11-2(d)] 
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NOTE: Any sign, parallel or right-angle, that will 
project 12 inches or more over a public 
right-of-way must obtain the approval! of the city’s 
Public Improvement Commission. Application for 
approval should be made at the Permit Branch of 
the city’s Public Works Department in City Hall. 


FREE-STANDING SIGNS are not permitted in 
the more densely developed business districts (areas 
zoned B-2, B-4, B-4-70, B-8, B-8-120 or B-10). One 
such sign, however, is permitted in a B-1 or L 
district, provided that it complies with the following: 


— The sign may have no more than two faces. 


— If one or two businesses occupy the same lot, 
the area of each face may be a maximum of 
65 square feet. The height of the sign may not 
exceed 25 feet above ground level. See fig. 12. 


— If three or more businesses occupy the same lot, 
the area of each face may be a maximum of 
125 square feet, and the height of the sign may 
be a maximum of 30 feet above ground level. 
See fig. 13. 


— A lot with a front lot line of 200 feet or more 
may have two free-standing signs. [Sec. 11-2(e)] 


A sign may be attached to or painted on the face 
or the underside of a canopy, marquee or awning. 
It may not extend above it. [Sec. 11-2(h)] 


A PERMANENT SIGN ON THE INSIDE OF THE 
GLASS OF A WINDOW may not exceed 30 percent 
of the total glass area of the windows on the section 
of the building front occupied by the business the 
sign advertises. It may not be illuminated. Any 
permanent signs in ground floor windows must be 
included in calculating the total area of signage for 
that sign frontage. [Sec. 11-2(c}] 


TEMPORARY WINDOW SIGNS are allowed 
only if they advertise special sales or events lasting 
no more than 15 days. They may cover no more than 
30 percent of the area of the window in which they 
appear. (No building permit is required for such a 
sign.) [Sec. 11-2(f)] 


DIRECTIONAL SIGNS necessary for public 
safety and convenience may not exceed 12 square 
feet per sign face in area. They may contain no 
advertising. Such signs are not counted in computing 
total sign area allowed for a sign frontage. 

[Sec. 11-2(g)] 


The following general regulations apply to all the 
kinds of signs allowed in a non- residential district: 


SIGN MESSAGE: A sign may include lettering 
to indicate only the street number, the name and kind 
of business, service or facility conducted on the 
premises, the year the business was established, a 
slogan, the hours of operation, time and temperature, 
and lettering that is part of a trademark. See fig. 14. 
[Sec. 11-2] 


TRADEMARKS: The registered trademark of a 
specific product may occupy no more than 25 percent 
of the area of a sign face. See fig. 15. If the sale of the 
specific product is the major business conducted on 
the premises, however (Cadillac cars for example), 
the trademark is not restricted as to size. [Sec. 11-2] 


LIGHTING: Signs may be lighted only with 
continuous light. Only a warning sign or time and 
temperature sign may have a flashing light. [Sec. 11-2] 


MOTION: All signs must be stationary. 
(Sec. 11-2] 


SUPPORTS: No support for a sign may extend 
above the cornice line of the building to which it is 
attached. See fig. 16. [Sec. 11-2] 
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how to determine maximum area allowed for signs in 


a non-residential district 


One of the new aspects of the Zoning Code 
brought about by the recent amendments, is a 
maximum allowable number of square feet of 
permanent signage for a business or use in a non- 
residential district. The total area allowed for signs 
for a business is based on a sliding scale determined 
by the distance of the building from the centerline of 


the street it faces, and by the business's sign frontage. 


See fig, 17; also figs. 7 and 8. 


USE THE FOLLOWING CHART TO COMPUTE 
MAXIMUM SQUARE FOOTAGE OF SIGNS 
ALLOWED FOR AN INDIVIDUAL BUSINESS 
OR USE. 


IF THEN 
Average distance of the 
building face from 
centerline of abutting 


Multiply number of feet 
of the use’s sign frontage 


street is: by: 
0-99 2* 
100 - 399 4 
400 and more 5 


*If a use has less than 25 feet of sign frontage and its 
building front is 99 feet or less from the centerline 
of the street it faces, it is allowed a maximum of 
50 square feet of permanent signs. 


EXAMPLES 

A sign is to be located over a shopfront that 
has a sign frontage of 28 feet. The building front is 
43 feet from the centerline of the street that it faces. 
Assuming it is to be the only sign on the shop, what 
can its maximum area be? 

Since the distance from the centerline of the street 
is 99 feet or less, the sign frontage (28 feet) should be 
multiplied by 2. 28 x 2 = 56 square feet of total 
allowed signage. 

This means that if the sign were the full 28 feet 
wide, it could be 2 feet deep. However, if the sign 
were to be less than 28 feet wide, it could be deeper 
without exceeding the maximum of 56 square feet. 


In other words, the depth multiplied by width of the 
sign may not exceed 56 square feet but may be of any 
dimensions within that limit, provided the sign 
conforms to all other regulations as well. 

A sign is to be located over a shopfront that 
has a sign frontage of 20 feet. The building front is 
52 feet from the centerline of the street that it faces. 
What can the sign’s maximum area be? 

Its maximum area can be 50 square feet. If the 
sign frontage of a business is less than 25 feet and 
it is 99 feet or less from the centerline of the street 
that it faces, the maximum area is automatically 
50 square feet, If the distance from the centerline of 
the street were 100 feet or more, however, the chart 
would apply. 


NOTE: If the first floor of a building is substantially 
above street grade, and the basement is only 
partially below street grade, separate occupants of 
each level may each use one-half the number of 
square feet of signage to which a use would be 
allowed if it were a single ground floor use. See 
fig. 18. [Sec. 11-2] 

The distance of a sign on or under a canopy, 
marquee or awning from the centerline of the 
abutting street should be computed as if the sign 
were on the building face to which the canopy is 
attached. See fig, 19, [Sec. 11-2] 


The following signs need not be included when 
computing the total actual signage of a business or 
use: 

— Temporary signs. (See page 9 for regulations for 
temporary signs.) [Sec. 11-2(f)] 

— Directional signs necessary for public safety and 
convenience, Such signs, however, may not exceed 
12 square feet per face and may carry no advertising. 
[Sec. 11-2(g)] 

— Free-standing signs. [Sec. 11-2(h)] 

— Permanent signs in windows above the first floor 
of the building. See page 9 however, for regulations 
regarding window signs. [Sec. 11-2(c)] 






TO FIND TOTAL MAX. PERMITTED AREA FOR SIGNS 
THE WIDTH OF THE SIGN FRONTAGE (A) AND 

ITS DISTANCE FROM THE CENTER LINE OF THE 
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SIGNS AT ENTRANCE TO PARKING GARAGE. 





*see Boston Building Code 


Figure 20 


Signs on Parking Garages [Sec. 11-4] 

A parking garage may have one sign at each 
vehicular entrance, attached at right angles to the 
building, that bears a white letter “P” on a blue 
rectangular background. The blue rectangle must 
cover at least 50 percent of each sign face; the white 
“P"' must cover at least 50 percent of the rectangle. 
The “P" must be in a sans serif gothic type face. 

The area of the sign at each entrance may not 
exceed 24 square feet per face, and each sign may 
have no more than two faces. It must be at least 
10 feet above grade and may not be higher than 
25 feet above grade. (See Note, page 10.) 

An optional sign is allowed directly above each 
vehicular entrance, It must be the exact full width 
of the entrance and may not exceed two feet in 
height. See fig. 20. 

The only other signs allowed are directional signs 
and signs bearing whatever information, and in 
whatever location, may be required by the city's 


Traffic and Parking Department. (Contact the City of 


Boston Traffic and Parking Department for further 
information.) 


Signs in Licensed Parking Lots /Sec. 11-3] 

A licensed parking lot may have one sign at each 
entrance to the lot that bears a white letter ‘“P" ona 
blue rectangular background. The blue rectangle 
must cover at least 50 percent of each sign, and the 
white “P” must cover at least 50 percent of the 
rectangle. The “P" must be in a sans serif gothic 
type face. 

The area of the sign at each entrance may not 
exceed 24 square feet per face, and each sign may 
have no more than two faces. It may not be higher 
than 25 feet above grade. It may be free-standing or 
attached to a building. If it extends over a public 
right-of-way, it must be at least 10 feet above grade 
and must have Public Improvement Commission 
approval if it projects 12 inches or more over the 
public right-of-way. See figs. 21 and 22. 

In addition, the lot must have a sign bearing 
whatever information is required by the city's 
Traffic and Parking Department. (See City of Boston 
Traffic and Parking Department Regulations for 
Open Air Parking Lots.) The lot may also have 
directional signs. 


Figure 21 
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other regulations 


COMPREHENSIVE SIGN DESIGN |Sec., 11-2] 

The Comprehensive Sign Design (CSD) review 
procedure has been included in the Zoning Code as a 
vehicle to encourage the imaginative integration of 
signage into the framework of the new or existing 
building where it is to be located. Particularly in the 
case of an existing structure, where — because of the 
code amendments — new signage is likely to cover 
less of the building facade than previously, it is 
hoped that CSD will encourage the rehabilitation of 
the building front itself as well as the careful design 
of the sign that goes on it. 

Under CSD, the total area of signs on a sign 
frontage may exceed the amount permitted by the 
formula on page 10 provided the Urban Design staff 
of the Boston Redevelopment Authority approves the 
design for the sign(s) and any change to the building 
facade. Signs must conform to the Zoning Code in all 
other respects, and must be processed and approved 
by the Zoning Section of the Building Department in 
the usual manner. 

CSD approval may be for an individual business 
establishment, a building, or a group of buildings 
with more than one owner. A total exterior design 
treatment must be presented showing a 
complementary and harmonious relationship 
between the signage of the business frontage and the 
architecture of the building itself. 

The application to be filed with the BRA Urban 
Design Section for Comprehensive Sign Design 
approval should include: 

— A scaled elevation drawing of the entire 

building facade(s) (2 copies). 

— Proposed signs clearly delineated on the 
elevation drawing, plus detail drawings, as 
necessary, indicating proposed color and style 
of lettering. 

— A copy of the Building Department application 
form and photograph. 

On completion of its review, the Urban Design 
staff will approve or disapprove the CSD and forward 
its findings to the Zoning Section of the Building 
Department which will inform the applicant of 
its decision. 


SIGNS IN URBAN RENEWAL PROJECT AREAS 


AND IN ARCHITECTURAL OR HISTORIC DISTRICTS 


[Sec. 11-7] 

These signs must conform with the Zoning 
Code and with the urban renewal plan or special 
restrictions for the area, which may include 
additional regulations or requirements. 


CONDITIONAL SIGN PERMITS |Sec. 11-8] 

The Board of Appeal may grant a conditional sign 
permit for a sign that does not conform to these sign 
regulations when, in the Board's judgment, the 
particular building use or location justifies such 
exceptional treatment, For example, three- 
dimensional representations of objects — such as a 
lobster or a steaming kettle — are usually considered 
desirable, but require a conditional sign permit since 
no provision has been made for them in the sign code 
(because of the difficulty in measuring them). 

The procedure for filing an appeal is in Article 6 
of the Boston Zoning Code; the Boston Building 
Department can provide further information. 


BILLBOARDS, SIGNBOARDS, ETC. |Sec. 11-6] 
Billboards, signboards, and several other kinds of 
signs other than on-premise signs, are regulated by 
Chapter 93 (Sections 29-33) of the Massachusetts 
General Laws. The location of billboards, etc. must 
conform to local zoning requirements, however. 
In Boston, billboards are currently allowed in 
local and general business districts, manufacturing 
and industrial districts, and waterfront industrial 
districts. | 
If any part of a local business area is across the 
street from a residential district, however, the total 
area of off-premise or billboard signs on any business 
lot that faces toward, or can be seen from, the 
residential district may not exceed whichever of the 
following is greater: 
— 10 percent of the area of the wall the sign is on 
— one square foot for each foot in the length of the 
lot line it faces 


notes on sign design 
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notes on sign design 


The zoning amendments regarding signs were 
developed in an effort to limit the size, clutter and 
inefficiency of uncontrolled signage while 
encouraging more effective signs through better and 
more appropriate design. 

The regulations that have been outlined in 
Part One pertain primarily to “maximums” for 
height, size, and content of business signs, Concern 
for size alone, however, does not guarantee the 
effectiveness of a sign or its appropriateness to its 
location — and both are important for the overall 
“selling power" of the sign. 

In order to help business owners, manufacturers, 
designers, and others with the design quality of signs, 
the following notes have been prepared as a brief 
guide to the design of signs. We hope they will 
further serve to improve the attractiveness of 
individual signs and of the streetscapes of which 
they are a part. 


Because it is an old city, Boston has a wide variety 
of local business areas as well as the large downtown 
business district. Almost all of the business structures 
in these areas have an architectural character worth 
preserving and enhancing. In these districts, 
however, whether an individual building is of great 
architectural merit does not matter as much as the 
fact that individual buildings and rows of buildings 
seem to belong together — they are neighbors that 
have aged and mellowed together over the years, and 
they symbolize Boston's historic and varied past. 

This sense of history and feeling of architectural 
unity is one of Boston's unique characteristics; it is 
attractive to both tourists and residents alike. And 
although nothing in the long run can replace the 
quality and character of a business concern’s services 
or merchandise in drawing and keeping customers, 
the architecture of an individual building — and the 
combined impact of groups of adjoining buildings — 
can be part of the attraction of a shopping district. 


Ideally, then, to maximize the effectiveness of 
signs and building architecture, every sign should be 
an integral — but of course, noticeable — part of its 
building, and each building should be a good 


neighbor within its block of buildings. As a result, 
the building and its sign become part of an overall 
image, each supporting the other and helping to 
draw customers. 

This leads to a simple but vital point: a sign on a 
building should always be thought of as part of the 


building and not as an unrelated object attached to it. 


Figures A, B, C and D illustrate this point. 


In figure A, the sign above the shopfront has 
been placed as high as it would be allowed in this 
particular instance: just below the sills of the second 
story windows. It is also as wide as is allowed: the 
full width of the building's sign frontage. The result 
is a jarring relationship between the sign and the 
building's facade. Nothing on the sign seems to line 
up with anything that is part of the building itself; 
the window sills appear to rest on top of the sign, 
the lintel (the horizontal beam over the shopfront) is 
partly covered. The total effect is one of everything 
being slightly off balance. 


Figures B, C, and D, on the other hand, show three 
different ways in which the same sign idea can be 


made to relate successfully to the rest of the building. 


In figure B, the sign becomes part of the 
architecture of the building by being lowered and 
reduced slightly in depth so it appears as a facing to 
the lintel, which was half-covered in figure A. This 
is a good solution if there is enough depth to the 
lintel to permit the use of legible-size letters. 

Another approach, where the lintel is quite 
shallow, is shown in figure C. Here the sign is 
integrated with the shopfront by being enclosed 
within the ‘frame’ of the building, which is 
outlined by the side walls and the lintel itself. This 
solution is particularly effective where the “frame” 
of the shopfront is relatively high and may allow the 
use of a deeper sign than that shown in figure B. 
Being placed lower, the sign may also be more 
legible from the street. 


In figure D, the sign is in the form of applied or 
painted letters, with the building lintel itself as the 
background, If carefully designed and executed, this 


treatment not only respects the building but enhances 
it; unlike signs mounted on boards, the open letters 
do not totally obscure any part of the building, and 
they cause the least interruption to the continuity of 
the building's architecture, which can be seen 
through and around the letters. The individually 
attached letters also give a sense of permanance to 
the business they advertise. 


Just as a sign should respect a building facade, a 
row of shops and their signs is most effective when 
the architecture and “rhythm” of the street are 
preserved and even emphasized by the design of all 
the signs. The matter of signs becomes a concern for 
all neighboring businesses; a harmonious and 
uncluttered row of shops with legible, well-designed 
signs, is much more attractive to shoppers than a 


a 


IN UUUAAAT A 





hodge-podge of signs that confuse the shopper rather 
than draw him to the area and the individual shops. 

One of the most common causes of this confusion 
is the tendency of shopfronts to burst out of their 
frames in an upward and outward direction until 
nothing of the original frontage is visible. Figures E, 
F and G illustrate the effects of this on a typical 
stretch of streetfront. 

Figure E shows the basic framework or pattern of 
the buildings that form the streetfront as they were 
originally conceived in terms of solid and void, or 
wall and hole. Despite the fact that the window and 
door holes of the different buildings do not line up 
exactly (which provides variety and adds to the 
interest of the street), there is quite a strong feeling 
of continuity and unity in the row of structures, 
since they all have the same basic elements. 
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Figure F shows how the even rhythm of these 
basic elements (the shopfront “holes” and the 
windows in the lower floors of the buildings) can be 
almost completely obliterated by the jumble of shop 
signs of widely varying shapes, sizes and heights. 


In figure G, the basic pattern of the street front has 
been retained, by the simple fact that the shop fronts 
and their signs have stayed within the frames 
provided by the buildings. (The one exception is the 
sign on the right, because it is composed of individual 
letters applied directly to the building itself.) Three 
of the shopfronts, quite different in the character of 
their signs and entrances, are now seen to form the 
ground floor of the same building — the sort of thing 
that helps create a feeling of continuity along the 
street. 

In such a case, the owner of the building could 
receive special permission to increase the maximum 
area of signage allowed on the building if he were to 
submit the sign designs for all three shop fronts to 
the BRA Urban Design Department for simultaneous 
review. (See Comprehensive Sign Design, page 14.) 

It should be noted that the marked improvement 
to the streetfront shown in Figure G has been 
achieved without any sacrifice in the effectiveness of 
individual signs. Although the signs are smaller in 
size, they are actually easier to read because they are 
of cleaner and simpler design, This emphasizes 
another important point: legibility and effectiveness 
do not depend on size alone, but also on design. 


In many instances, the material that was part 
of the original building facade and formed the frame 
around the shopfront has been covered over or 
removed. Often granite columns and lintels in good 
condition have been painted over or covered up with 
other materials as part of past alterations by a 
former building owner. In that case, it is well worth 
while to expose and clean them. 


The original materials of the shopfront may also 
have been damaged by overlays of other materials, 
but not so seriously that they cannot be patched or 
restored, Again, this restoration is worthwhile. 


If the original materials have been removed or 
severely damaged, however, it may be advisable to 
redesign the whole building front at street level. 
Ideally, the frame around the shopfront would be 
refaced with a material relating to the rest of the 
building facade above street level. 

A possible alternative, though, is a solution similar 
to that shown in figure B; a sign of full ‘sign 
frontage” width is used as a sort of lintel separating 
the shopfront from the upper part of the facade. If 
this approach is taken, special thought should be 
given to maintaining the continuity of the street 
front, in addition to carefully relating the size and 
position of the sign to the building. This can be done 
by trying to relate the sign to its neighbors, but if the 
adjoining signs are over-sized or badly positioned, 
the only solution is to do what is best for your 
building and wait for the neighbors to follow your 
lead. 


In older commercial buildings it is especially 
important to integrate the sign with the architecture 
so that the interesting details that give the structure 
its character — arches, columns, decorative panels, 
etc. — are obscured or disturbed to a minimum. 

Figures H, I, and J on page 20, show an attractive 
commercial building, probably built in the late 19th 
century, that has well-proportioned details including 
tall, flatarched windows on the ground floor. In Figure H, 
however, these arches have been covered by an 
oversized sign that appears to have been stuck on to 
the building in an arbitrary way. As a result, the 
building has lost an important part of its character. 

In Figure I, the sign has become more a part of the 
building, by following the flat masonry band above 
the arches and being narrow enough not to cover the 
molding or projection between the band and the 
second story window frames; consequently, this 
molding is allowed to run without interruption, 
helping to maintain the unity of the shopfront row. 
This is similar to the “lintel” type of sign design 
discussed on page 16. If handled carefully, it can add 
interest to a building instead of detracting from its 
appearance. 
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Figure J, however, shows the most effective 
solution — a sign composed of individual letters 
applied to, or painted on,the building itself. In a 
situation such as this, where the vertical depth of the 
sign is tightly limited, this kind of sign allows larger 
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A NOTE ON EXISTING SIGNS 

If there is an old existing sign on the building 
that is still appropriate to the business, make sure 
that it is not of historic interest or esthetic merit 
before replacing it. Many signs dating from around 


the turn of the century still exist and, when restored, 


can contribute character and distinction to the 
business, the building and the street. 


In closing, something should be said about two of 
the most important aspects of sign design — the 
choice of colors and the choice of lettering. A few 


basic rules may help to simplify the task of choosing 


from the almost unlimited range of colors and letter 
styles available. 

1 Do not use too many colors on a sign. Too many 
colors can work against each other and detract from 
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letters to be used than would be possible on a 
solid-backed sign (as in fig. I), since the area of the 
sign is the area of the smallest rectangle which 
encloses the letters. 
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the strength of a sign’s visual image. A simple 
combination of black and/or white and a single 
well-chosen color is often the most striking and 
effective. 

2 Try to relate the general color effect of the sign 
to that of the building to which it belongs. 

3 Choose a style of letter that is appropriate to the 
business and the building. 

4 Make sure that the letters are clearly legible, 
whatever style is chosen, or they will not be doing 
their job. It should be emphasized that the greatest 
legibility is not necessarily the result of the largest 
size letters. 

5 Choose the size of the letters carefully. Just as 
the sign should be in proportion to its building, the 
size of the letters should be in proportion — both to 
the sign and the building. 
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As amended 12/18/72 and 3/27/73 


SECTION 2-1. Meaning of Certain Words and Phrases. 


(40) “Sign,” any structure, device, light, letter, word, model, 


banner, pennant, insignia, trade flag, or representation 
which is designed to be seen from outside a building and 
which advertises or announces a use conducted or goods, 
products, services or facilities available, including electric 
signs in windows or doors, but excluding window displays 
of merchandise and signs incidental to the display of 
merchandise. 
(41) “Sign, area of”: 
(a) Fora sign, either free-standing or attached, the area 
shall be considered to include all lettering, wording, 
and accompanying designs and symbols, together with 
the background, whether open or enclosed, on which 
they are displayed, but not including any supporting 
framework and bracing which are incidental to the 
display itself. 
(b) Fora sign painted upon or applied to a building, the 
area shall be considered to include all lettering, wording, 
and accompanying designs or symbols together with any 
background of a different color than the natural color of 
the building. 
(c) Where the sign consists of individual letters or 
symbols attached to or painted on a surface, building, 
canopy, awning, wall or window, the area shall be 
considered to be that of the smallest rectangle or other 
geometric shape which encompasses all of the letters 
or symbols. 
{d) Only one side of a projecting sign shall be counted 
in computing the total square feet of signs on a sign 
frontage. 


(41A) “Sign, awning”, a sign on or attached to a temporary 
retractable shelter which is supported entirely from the 
exterior wall of a building. 


(41B) “Sign, canopy”, a sign on or attached to a permanent 
overhanging shelter which projects from the face of a 
building and is supported only partially by said building. 


(41C) “Sign, design, comprehensive”, a plan submitted to 
the Urban Design Department of the Boston 
Redevelopment Authority for signs and related 
architectural features on a sign frontage, a building front 
or a group of buildings. 


(41D) “Sign frontage”, the length along a ground floor 
building front, facing a street or a private way accessible 
from a street, which is occupied by a separate and distinct 
use, as defined by Article 8; the length along a ground floor 
building side, facing a street, which is occupied by a 
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separate and distinct use or by the same use which 
occupies the front of said building. 


(41E) “Sign, marquee”, a sign on or attached toa 
permanent overhanging shelter which projects from the 
face of a building and is entirely supported by said 
building. 


(41F) “Sign, off-premise”, a sign which advertises or 
announces a use conducted or goods available elsewhere 
than on the lot on which the sign is located. 

(41G) “Sign, on-premise”, a sign which advertises or 
announces a use conducted or goods available on the lot 
on which the sign is located. 


ARTICLE 11 
SIGNS 
SECTION 11-1. Signs in Residential Districts. 
In any residential district there shall not be any sign 
except as follows: 


(a) One sign, not exceeding two square feet in total 
area, attached to the building or on a rod or post not 
more than four feet high and at least three feet in from 
the street line, and stating only the street number or 
name of the occupant or occupants of the lot, or both, 
except that in an H district such sign may also identify 
the business of a professional person, as defined by 
Use Item 39 of Section 8-7. 


(b) One bulletin or announcement board, name-sign or 
entrance marker for each church or institution not 
exceeding twenty square feet in area, except that if the 
street frontage of such church or institution exceeds one 
hundred feet, one such sign for each hundred feet 
computed to the nearest hundred but in no event more 
than three such signs for each church or institution. 


(c) One “For Sale” or ‘For Rent” sign, not exceeding 
eight square feet in area, advertising the property on 
which such sign is located. 


(d) One building contractor's or developer's sign, not 
exceeding thirty-two square feet in total area, on a lot 
where a building is actually under construction. 


(e) One sign not exceeding twenty square feet per 
entrance to a tract of land divided into building lots. 


(f} One sign, accessory to a non-conforming use, 

which conforms with Section 11-2, provided however 
that the area of said sign does not exceed one-half of the 
area allowed in non-residential districts under said 
Section. 


SECTION 11-2. On-Premise Signs in All Other Districts. 
In all other districts, there shall not be any on-premise 
sign except as follows: 


(a) Signs allowed in residential districts. 


(b) A wall sign attached parallel to a building which 
projects no more than fifteen inches from the building 
surface, provided that the top of such sign is no higher 
than whichever of the following is lowest: (i) twenty-five 
feet above grade; (ii) the top of the sills of the first level 
of windows above the first story; or (iii) the height of the 
building at the building line. 


(c) A permanent non-illuminated sign on the inside of 
the glass of a window, provided that the total area of 
the sign does not exceed thirty percent of the total glass 
area of windows appurtenant to the use to which the 
sign is accessory, and provided that signs on ground 
floor windows be included in calculating the total area 
of signs on a sign frontage. 


(d) A sign attached at right angles to a building, 
provided that such sign has no more than two faces and 
(i) there is no more than one such sign for each entrance 
door to a business establishment; [ii] it projects no more 
than five feet from the building; (iii) the sign advertises 
a use which occupies at least 18 feet of sign frontage; 
(iv) the bottom of the sign is at least ten feet from grade 
and its top is no higher than whichever of the following 
is lowest: twenty-five feet above grade; the top of the 
sills of the first level of windows above the first story; 
or the height of the building at the building line; (v) the 
area of the sign shall not exceed twenty-four square feet 
on either side, excepting that an additional ten square 
feet on each face is allowed for a sign which incorporates 
a public service message device such as a time and 
temperature sign, and (vi) there are no exposed guy 
wires or turnbuckles, 

(e) A free standing sign, except in a B-2, B-4, B-4-70, 
B-8, B-8-120 or B-10 district, provided that such sign has 
no more than two faces and (i) if there are one or two 
uses, as defined by Article 8, on the lot, the area of each 
face does not exceed sixty-five square feet and the top 
of such sign is no higher than twenty-five feet above 
grade; or (ii) if there are three or more such uses on the 
lot, the area of each face does not exceed one hundred 
twenty-five square feet ang the top of such sign does not 
exceed thirty feet above grade. A lot with a front lot line 
of two hundred or more feet may have two free 
standing signs. 

(f) Temporary signs pertaining to special sales or events 
lasting no more than fifteen days may be affixed to 
windows provided that their total area does not exceed 
thirty percent of the window. No permit is required for 
such temporary sign or signs. 


(g) Directional signs necessary for public safety and 
convenience which do not exceed twelve square feet per 
face and which bear no advertising. Such signs are not 
counted in computing total sign area allowed by this 
Section. 


(h) A sign painted on or attached to the face of, but not 
extending above, a canopy or marquee, or a sign attached 
to the under side of a canopy or marquee, 


(i) A sign painted on or attached to an awning. 


A sign may bear lettering to indicate the street number, 
the name and kind of business, service or facility 
conducted on the premises, the year the business was 
established, a slogan, hours of operation, time and 
temperature, and lettering which is part of a trade mark. 


The registered trade mark of a specific commodity may 
occupy no more than twenty-five percent of the area of 

a sign, except that if the sale of said commodity is the 
major business conducted on the premises, there shall be 
no such restriction. 


Signs shall be lighted only by any continuous light, 
except that a warning sign or a sign illuminated to show 
time and temperature may have intermittent 
‘illumination. Signs shall remain stationary. 


No support fora sign shall extend above the cornice 
line of a building to which it is attached. 


The total area!*) in square feet of all permanent signs on 
a sign frontage, except for signs on windows above the 
first floor, free standing signs, and directional signs shall 
not exceed: 


Average Distance of Sign From Sign Frontage") 
Center Line of Abutting Street Multiplied by 
O- 99 2° 
100 - 399 4 
400 and Over 5 


*Excepting that a use with less than twenty-five feet of 
sign frontage may have a maximum of fifty square feet 
of permanent signs. 

(1) See Section 2-1, (40) and (41D). 


The distance of a sign on or under a canopy, marquee or 
awning from the center line of an abutting street shall be 
construed tobe the same as if such sign were attached to the 
building to which the said canopy, marquee or awning is 
attached. 


If the first floor of a building is substantially above 
street grade and the basement is only partially below street 
grade, separate occupants of each level may each have 
one-half the square feet of signage to which a use would 
be entitled if it were a single ground floor use. 


If a building fronts on two or more streets, the sign area 
for each street frontage shall be computed separately. 














The total area of signs on a sign frontage may exceed 
the amount allowed by the above schedule provided that a 
comprehensive sign design, as defined by (41C) of Section 
2-1, for said sign frontage is certified by the Urban Design 
Department of the Boston Redevelopment Authority to be 
a complementary and harmonious synthesis of signs and 
architectural features. 


SECTION 11-3. Signs in Licensed Parking Lots. 

In the interest of public safety and convenience, there 
shall not be any sign in a parking lot, Use Item 58 of 
Section 8-7, in any district, except: (1) one sign per 
parking lot entrance which shall bear thereon in fifty 
percent or more of its total sign area a blue rectangle with 
a white letter “P" in sans serif gothic type face, with the 
letter “P" being not less than fifty percent of the area of 
that blue rectangle, (2) a sign bearing only that information 
and at that location required by the Traffic and Parking 
Department in its Rules Regulating Open-Air Parking 
Spaces, and (3) directional signs. 


The area of the sign containing the “P" shall not exceed 
twenty-four square feet on each face; it may have only 
two faces and shall not exceed a height of 25 feet above 
grade; it may be free standing or attached to a building. 


SECTION 11-4. Signs on Parking Garages. 


In the interest of public safety and convenience, there 
shall not be any sign on a parking garage, Use Item 59 of 
Section 8-7, in any district, except: (1) at each vehicular 
entrance, one sign attached at right angles to the building 
which shall bear thereon in fifty percent or more of its 
total sign area a blue rectangle with a white letter “P" in 
sans serif gothic type face, the letter “P" being not less 
than fifty percent of the area of that blue rectangle, (2) at 
each vehicular entrance, one optional sign directly above, 
and the exact full width of, that entrance, and not to 
exceed two feet in height, and (3) a sign bearing only that 
information and at that location as may be required by the 
Traffic and Parking Department. 


The area of the sign containing the ‘‘P” shall not 
exceed twenty-four square feet on each face; it may have 
only two faces and shall not exceed a height of twenty-five 
feet above grade. 


SECTION 11-.5. Alteration, Repair and Replacement of 
On-Premise Signs. 

Except for copy changes on signs with changeable letter 
panels, no sign shall be reconstructed, extended, changed 
structurally or in content or replaced except in accordance 
with this Article. A sign which does not conform with this 
Article may be repaired provided that the cost of repair 
does not exceed thirty-five percent of the replacement cost 
‘of the entire sign, except that an electric time and 
temperature sign which is an integral part of a 


non-conforming sign may be repairéd or replaced with no 
restriction on the cost of the repair or replacement. A 
non-conforming sign which is deemed unsafe by the 
building official shall be removed by its owner. 


SECTION 11-6. Signs Subject to Other Regulations. 


Billboards, signboards and other advertising devices 
subject to Sections 29 to 33, inclusive, of Chapter 93 of the 
General Laws as now in force or hereafter amended are 
allowed in L, B, M, Land W districts; provided that 
whenever any part of a lot in a L district is directly across 
a street from any part of a lot in a S, R, or H district, and 
whenever a lot in a L district abuts a lot ina S, RorH 
district, the aggregate area of all signs on the lot in the L 
district which face toward, and are open to view from, the 
lot in the S, R or H district shall not exceed whichever of 
the following allows the greater area: 


(1) 10% of the area of the wall substantially parallel to 
such lot line, 

or 

(2) one square foot for each foot in the length of such 
lot line. 


SECTION 11-7. Signs in Urban Renewal Project Areas. 

In an urban renewal project area, there shall not be any 
sign which does not comply with this Article and with the 
urban renewal plan for such project area. 


SECTION 11-8. Conditional Sign Permits. 


The Board of Appeal may grant conditional use permits 
in accordance with the procedure set out in Article 6 
allowing signs other than those permitted by this 
regulation where the particular use or location justifies 
such exceptional treatment. 
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